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E X H I B I T     M 

_______________________________ 
 
 
It’s a matter of digging up a body. 
 

Digging up and into a body: of myths, any legend, perhaps an affliction that the 
French called le mal d’afrique, named for visitors to Africa, who found they could not leave.  
Perhaps, it had to do with something evolutionary.  The malady preceded explorations into the 
continental interior, creeping into foreign dreams and magnetizing seekers toward the 
mysterious source of the Nile.  For centuries, the god-like river with five mouths flowed east 
to west at the proposition of Herodotus’ Histories, which also suggested the invention of 
years from stars and recorded the appearance of seashells on mountains and sand-colored clay 
in Syria, red soil in Libya, and black crumbly silt in Egypt and Ethiopia.  Ivory, gold, and 
beeswax drew traders of beads, cloth, and metal from Sri Vijaya and beyond.  China, India, 
Arabia.  Caravans then crept inland—Kilwa and Lindi to Lake Nyasa, from Bagamoyo and 
Mbwamaji to Tabora to Ujiji, from Pangani and Tanga past Mount Kilimanjaro—as cultures 
and languages entangled at their roots, branched and sought more soil and sky. 

 
Entangling like arms, legs, bodies. 

 
Advancing on the spectrum of time, the Royal Geographic Society confessed 

ignorance of the middle of the continent, and the heart of that land remained blank.  At least, 
on their maps.  Traders had followed centuries-old routes around the habitats of ancient tribes, 
but to Westerners the area connoted death, disappearance and delirium, and mostly they 
stayed away and the interior remained closed.   

 
Skin pretends to be impervious, bandaged or clothed, to ward out cold and foreign 

bodies. 
 
Slowly, like expeditions themselves, sea boundaries were drawn, as were the outlines 

of bays, inlets, rivers, and tributaries; journeys pushed further inward, South from Khartoum 
and West from the chaotic festivity of Zanzibar island, with its Sultan’s Palace, Beit el Ajaib 
(House of Wonders), and markets that bought and sold cloves, coconuts, jackfruit, and 
hundreds of lives a day.  From Stone Town across the Sea.  Those who left were remembered 
if they survived their travels and wove grief and enslavement into song.  Praise came only to 
parchment charts, tucked into fly-leafs and marked.  Each feature was scratched in piece by 
piece, Lake Victoria and the Mountains of the Moon, Blue and White Rivers, added like 
chapters of a story, etched into memory then immortalized in India ink.     

 



Like a tattoo indelibly marks skin, as if it were a map upon a back or breast, to be read 
or re-membered, touched or tasted.  A strain of one story: 

 
From Bagamoyo, John Speke and Richard Burton set off on their first expedition.  On 

that inland journey, the pair bypassed Olduvai Gorge in the Serengeti Plains, where a century 
later ancient bipedal footprints were found preserved in volcanic ash, south of Hadar, where 
bones were excavated and named Lucy from a song, ‘in the sky with diamonds.’  Further 
inland the explorers also overlooked the overhanging rocks at Kondoa that hid drawings and 
designs, circles filled with dots, and sprays like falling stars; and then the Tanganyika wells, 
carved stone steps leading down to water and a vanished civilization.  Burton wrote: “Eastern 
and central inter-tropical Africa…lacks antiquarian interest, has few traditions, no annals, and 
no ruins, the hoary remnants of past splendour so dear to the traveller and the reader of 
travels.”1  He later came to understand otherwise; but generations entered the continent and 
failed to pinpoint its beginnings, as they sorted middles, ends, and routes between the 
references. 

 
History is deformity, and ever a matter of chance.  The way one looks, walks, and 

wavers belies a viewer’s discretions. 
 
An earlier tale emerged through the newspaper headline, “Dr. Livingstone Found,” 

after a journalist went to Africa in search of a man who did not consider himself lost.  After 
the union, the seeker returned home but then turned back, like the person he’d presumed, who 
remained in Africa until death.  In Bagamoyo, in the old mission church, Livingstone lay in 
state.  Sixty followers had carried his body to that coastal village over 1,000 miles from Ilala, 
where he died near swamps, gum trees, and Chief Chitambo.  Livingstone had spent years on 
the African continent seeking the source of the Nile and documenting horrors of the slave 
trade.  In Bagamoyo, his body lay in a kind-of limbo, connected more to huts than to Mother 
England yet awaiting posthumous departure by order of a Queen, to be buried in Westminster 
Abbey under a flagstone beside mummy-like sarcophagi of monarchs and poets.  All of 
Livingstone was at the funeral except his heart, which lay buried under a Mvula tree near the 
spot where he had died at Ilala.   

 

Where does a person know to find and leave a heart, and how?  Is it a matter of calling 
losses ‘discoveries,’ dismissing what went before, what lies beyond our eyes?  How do we 
navigate the world, terra incognita, marking or erasing or retracing bodies?  How do we dig 
beneath our own skins to feel what pulses inside? 

 
                                                
 
1 Qtd. in Alan Moorehead, The White Nile (New York, NY: Harper, 1960) 33.  
 
* “Exhibit M” first appeared in The Laurel Review 41:1. Please send this “Exhibit” back to the 
Undertaker in metamorphosed form: difformite@gmail.com. For further instructions, see 
http://difformite.wordpress.com/. 
 


